committee for a British Medical Bulletin on Health and the Food Chain assembled contributors from a wide range of scienti®c backgrounds to provide answers to many of these questions. The nineteen chapters cover three principal themesÐmechanisms that keep food and water`healthy', diseases from foods, and economic and social issues around food hygiene.
On the theme of mechanisms to prevent food contamination or deterioration, the ®rst chapter is an historical review of food processing over the past 100 years. It describes developments such as drying, heat processing, freezing, chilling and radiation; changes in the processing of two staples, bread and milk; and ®nally the health implications of these changes. Food spoilage is largely preventable through the wide range of current and future mechanisms described; but, where animal products are concerned, an important principle is to limit or eliminate bacteria at the`on the farm' stage. The chapter on the microbiological safety of water again offers an historical perspective before proceeding to indicators of contamination, drinking water standards and waterborne diseases. Finally there are chapters of more speci®c medical interest, on vegetative microorganisms, bacterial spores, food-borne viruses, toxigenic fungi and mycotoxins, parasites, foodborne protozoa and marine toxins. Each details the organisms and the diseases, the control strategies now in place, and future challenges.
There is a natural overlap between themes because the chapters on control of food-borne infections also address the diseases acquired. Some of these will be well known to clinicians practising in Britain; however, international travel and vacations in distant and exotic locations are now commonplace and even the food on our local supermarket shelves may come from countries with less rigorous controls than ours. A series of chapters conveniently summarize for the reader the conditions, causative organisms, control mechanisms and treatment. But adverse reactions to foods do not arise only through infections; in developed countries, allergic reactions and food intolerance are far more troublesome. This matter is comprehensively addressed with clear distinctions between food allergy, food aversion and food intolerance, along with accounts of mechanisms, clinical features, diagnosis, treatment and prognosis. This chapter also describes presentations of food intolerance including reactions resulting from enzyme defects (e.g. lactase de®ciency), pharmacological mechanisms (e.g. caffeine, tyramine) and speci®c drug±food reactions (e.g. tyramine-containing foods and monoamine oxidase inhibitors). Modi®cations of foods through their genes, whether we approve or not, will be part of our future. Genetically modi®ed crops are already successfully established in large areas of the world. The relevant chapter is titled`Genetically modi®ed crops: methodology, bene®ts, regulation and public concerns', clearly the main issues in the debate; but risks are tackled as well as bene®ts.
Amongst the social and economic issues dealt with are consumer perceptions and understanding of the risk of food, risk communication, life-style and food use and the economic impact of food-borne outbreaks and their control.
This British Medical Bulletin covers a wide range of topics in a manner that will amply equip the busy practitioner to counsel a concerned patient. Its broad range will make it appeal to a readership including nurses and dietitians as well as doctors. I found it a most enjoyable read. Ulrich Tro Èhler's thesis is that a quantitative and critical approach to medicine did not originate in Paris in the ®rst half of the nineteenth century, as is generally believed, but was ®rst fostered in Britain in the second half of the eighteenth century. At this time several British doctors perceived the need for adequate empirical evaluation of existing and proposed treatments. They understood that the way forward was a rejection of the traditional dependence on dogma and complex pathophysiological theories of disease and instead a reliance on comparative trials with the results expressed as numbersÐsomething they referred to as`medical arithmetic'.
With its roots in a PhD written over twenty years ago the book ®nally brings Tro Èhler's valuable and fascinating research to a wide audience. It is broadly divided into three parts. In the ®rst there is an overview of the state of British medicine in the eighteenth century and an explanation of the intellectual and structural elements which allowed the new arithmetic approach to be applied. The intellectual basis was essentially the emergence of a climate of`rational empiricism', a general emphasis on observation rather than theory, and also the profusion of medical societies allowing these views to be propagated. The structural change was the increased dependence on institutionalized medical treatment in hospitals and dispensaries and in the armed forces which permitted adequate numbers of cases to be collected together to use the new methods. The second and largest part is the exploration of contemporary health issues to illustrate Tro Èhler's theory. Tro Èhler states that this presentation is for a general readership and undoubtedly it provides both a vivid insight into the medical practice of the period and a cogent argument for a British origin for quantitative evaluation. The subjects addressed are the management of fever (thè cancer' of the eighteenth century), surgery for bladder stones, the treatment and prevention of scurvy, digitalis in dropsy, the use of spa waters for rheumatic disorders, amputation for limb injuries in war and the control of syphilis and ophthalmia in the army. Even the very familiar, such as Lind's work in scurvy and Withering's in dropsy, are reinvigorated by Tro Èhler's exhaustive research.
In the third and ®nal part the major ®ndings are summarized. There is discussion of the type of men who invented this new medicineÐoften outside the mainstream, dissenting' in nature, and from a military or provincial background with Scottish connections. The immediate impact of`medical arithmetic' on day-to-day practice and the ethical issues it raised about experimenting on patients are addressed. Most signi®cantly, Tro Èhler draws striking parallels between the eighteenth and early nineteenth century work of the`arithmetic observationists and experimentalists' and ongoing developments in the second half of the twentieth and early twenty-®rst centuries. One is repeatedly impressed by the apparent modernity of the methods used by these pioneers of evidence-based medicine.
I have no serious criticisms. The title is a direct quote from the eighteenth century but perhaps the book deserved something more inspiring. On occasion Tro Èhler's`rocky Swiss English' (his own words) has evaded the editors. This is a scholarly and entertaining work. The author argues his case lucidly with a profusion of historical detail which is thoroughly referenced. The Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh have produced it very nicely in softback format with pleasing illustrations and at a surprisingly reasonable price. I strongly recommend it to all those with an interest in the history or future of British medicine. Dermatologists are all too familiar with the challenge presented by an ill patient on a medical or surgical ward whose condition is compounded by an extensive rash; is it a drug eruption and if so which of the patient's recent or current medications is at fault? The unravelling of such a puzzle is rarely assisted by the manufacturer's data sheet, which almost inevitably lists`rash' among a long list of potential side-effects and adverse reactions. Helpful information is indeed remarkably dif®cult to ®nd. In a very few instances we now know why some people react adversely to a medication and others do not; marrow suppression from azathioprine, for example, is known to be almost entirely con®ned to those who lack the enzyme thiopurine methyltransferase (which can be readily measured). Occasionally the pattern of eruption is distinctive, as in ®xed drug eruption, or erythema multiforme. Sometimes a pattern of adverse reaction may be predicted; for example, since penicillamine can induce a pemphigus-like eruption we might expect the structurally related molecule captopril to do likewise.
Martin R Howard
Dr Litt's Pocketbook, containing as it does a comprehensive list of all the recognized forms of skin reaction to virtually every known prescription medication, together with a list for each drug of recognized interactions, is the result of a herculean amount of work. The mere fact that this is a second edition attests to the demand for information on the subject. Yet the introduction gives no indication of the intended readership; and, having studied the book, I feel none the wiser. There is no clue as to how in clinical practice one might assess the likelihood of one drug over another being the culprit in a suspected case of drug reaction, nor is there any discussion of mechanism or time course. Interactions, whilst exhaustively listed, again do not discuss mechanism or effect (inhibition? potentiation? cross-reaction?). The de®nitive book on this important subject has yet to be written.
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